



The Communication Skills of “Good Language Learners” 




I focused on observing two “good language learners” in a class lacking participation and 
Communication Skills to see how they influenced their peers throughout the semester. I found 
that, while interacting with these “good language learners” other students often outperformed 
expected Communication Skills during discussion and pair work. While observing these students, 
it became more apparent how important it is to explicitly teach Communication Skills. I was 
prompted to reevaluate my own definition of what a “good language learner” is and how we can 
empower our students to become “good language learners”, by focusing on these 
Communication Skills. I also discuss how to help “good language learners” balance their 
contributions in class, so as not to overpower the developing efforts of their peers. 
INTRODUCTION 
I feel that often problems our students have in communicating stem, not just from a lack of 
language knowledge, but from a more general lack of confidence and expressed interest in others 
that they carry in their L1s as well. As instructors we lack the time (and skills) to help our 
students with personality issues, but we do in fact have the time (and skills!) to teach them the 
tools used for improved communication. In the Rikkyo EDC curriculum, these tools are known 
as Communication Skills and are typified by skills such as; 1) Reacting when listening (e.g. 
hmm.., I see…) in order to demonstrate active listening. 2) Asking follow-up questions (i.e. 
How..? Where..? When…? Why…? etc.) to keep the discussion going and 3) Checking 
understanding (i.e. Do you follow me?) to maintain clear, comprehensible discussion. Although 
it seems natural that these skills are needed in any interaction, their high importance was made 
even clearer to me after observing two students in a morning, level III, EDC class. These 
students, hereafter known as Ryo and Naoto (pseudonyms), actively utilized Communication 
Skills, which helped create, not only a pleasant learning environment, but one that encouraged 
their fellow classmates to achieve higher levels of language use.  Ryo and Naoto might be 
described as “Good Language learners” (Rubin 1975) in that they demonstrate skills that we 
would like to see replicated in other students. I found that Ryo and Naoto served as proof that 
teaching Communication Skills is essential in any classroom, not just for increased language 
development, but also for promoting a positive learning atmosphere.  
          The importance of teaching and utilizing Communication Skills cannot be understated. 
Canale and Swain (1980) note that Communication Skills “may be called into action to 
compensate for breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or to insufficient 
competence” (p.30). Successful communication is essential in EDC classes and this can be 
greatly facilitated by Communication Skill use. However, I am also interested in the social 
effects of Communication Skills in class. I believe that successful use of Communication Skills 
leads to a class atmosphere that is naturally pleasant and that motivates students to develop their 
language skills.  
          I try to foster a classroom atmosphere in which students feel comfortable developing their 
L2. I think that, by focusing on Communication Skills, students are given tools that help them in 
high anxiety situations that can occur in language learning classrooms. In short, Communication 
Skills can lower students’ Affective Filters (Krashen, 1987). The Affective Filter, as Krashen 




describes, “is 'that part of the internal processing system that subconsciously screens incoming 
language based on... the learner's motives, needs, attitudes, and emotional states' (Dulay, Burt, 
and Krashen 1982:46)" (Gregg, 1984). Furthermore, if the affective filter is “high” or, not 
permitting successful language comprehension, the learner cannot acquire language. The 
strength of the Affective Filter can be linked to three major categories: anxiety, motivation and 
self confidence in the learner. So, by helping out students in these areas, we can “lower” the 
Affective Filter or assist our students in acquiring language. By explicitly teaching 
Communication Skills, we provide our students tools with which to navigate challenging L2 
communication and lower their Affective Filters. Tools, such as asking follow-up questions and 
asking for clarification, help students to guide the language use to areas where they feel more 
self-confident. Investigating the use of Communication Skills is important to me because I seek 
to continually develop my own strategies, as an instructor, for promoting positive and low 
Affective Filter classroom atmospheres.    
 
DISCUSSION 
Defining “Good Language Learners” 
Before detailing the effects that Naoto and Ryo had on their classmates throughout the semester, 
I will more concretely define what a “good language learner” is in terms of how it will be used 
throughout this paper, as well as how this definition changed for me.  
          Rubin (1975) suggests a myriad of ways a student can be a “good language learner”. One 
of the more salient characteristics suggested is lacking inhibitions. Rubin states that the good 
language learner “…is often…willing to appear foolish if reasonable communication results. He 
is willing to make mistakes in order to communicate” (p. 47). This characteristic was often 
demonstrated when I observed Ryo and Naoto. Both students prioritized successful 
communication over outward appearances. Naoto and Ryo often utilized grand gestures and 
laughter in order to communicate effectively. Their lack of inhibitions created an atmosphere 
that allowed their peers to act likewise and take more risks in discussion. Likewise, Ryo and 
Naoto exhibited characteristics such as “…[monitoring their] own and the speech of others” (p. 
47). As Rubin explains, these “good language learners” are constantly “attending to how well 
[their] speech is being perceived…” (p. 47). In general, Ryo and Naoto asked many more 
“checking understanding” questions (i.e. Do you understand? Do you follow me?), in order to 
confirm that they were being understood. They also asked, “Can you please explain?” more 
often than their peers, demonstrating their interest in having real communication, as opposed to 
simply using function phrases to take up time or improve their grades. In short, Ryo and Naoto 
showed that they were “good language learners” because they valued achieving meaningful 
communication with their peers, and this was evidenced through the use of Communication 
Skills.  
         Personality and social situation played a pivotal role in why Ryo and Naoto were “good 
language learners” as well. Norton and Toohey (2001) explain that the “good language learner” 
does not operate in a classroom vacuum where language output can be neatly monitored. Rather 
“the situated experiences of [good language learners]…the dialect between the individuals and 
the social; between the human agency…and the social practices of their communities” (p. 308) 
are paramount. In brief, the social and psychological should not be forgotten when observing 
“good language learners”. Norton and Toohey (2001) examine the use of L2 for the social 
success of two “good language learners”. Their study focused on two Polish speaking subjects, 
one adult (Eva) and one 5-year old child (Julie) who both resided in British Columbia, Canada. 
Julie was observed for 3 years while Eva was observed for 1 year. Data collected for the studies 
was drawn from observations, interviews (Eva and Julie) and journals (Eva).  Eva and Julie used 
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the L2 as social capital in order to gain power, friends, and other alliances. They used the L2, to 
not only achieve simple aims, such as getting a job or complete classwork, but also to thrive 
outside of the classroom in other social situations. Likewise, it appeared that Ryo and Naoto 
used Communication Skills and other classroom functions to, not only succeed as students, but 
to succeed as likeable human beings. The classroom atmosphere, one that prioritized 
communicative interaction, became a tool that Ryo and Naoto were able to use in order to attain 
the aims they sought, that of making friends and having an enjoyable time. In short, it was the 
very social need to entertain themselves (and sometimes their peers) that helped them to be 
“good language learners”. 
   
Peer Interaction 
The positive energy and skills exhibited by Ryo and Naoto had varying effects on their peers. 
Ryo and Naoto operated in a classroom context that can be likened to Vygotsky’s Zone of 
Proximal Development  (ZPD). EDC classrooms naturally provide ZPD contexts or “the 
interactional space within which a learner is enabled to perform a task beyond his or her own 
current level of competence, through assisted performance” (Ohta, 2000, p. 54). Ryo and Naoto 
served positive roles in the ZPD of the classroom. As Ohta explains, “Researchers have applied 
Vygostky’s ideas to peer interaction where there is not a clear ‘expert’….differential competence 
among peers allows ZDP to emerge in groups…or pairs when no true ‘expert’ is present” (p. 55). 
Because in EDC discussions, there is no true “expert” to assist students in communication 
negotiation, students must assert themselves in order to help others who are less competent. 
Naoto and Ryo often served this purpose of assisting others. Through the use of Communication 
Skills, Naoto and Ryo provided their peers with question prompts and opportunities to negotiate 
meaning. By taking more “guiding” roles within their groups, they often facilitated improved 
communication amongst their peers.  
          Providing and then withdrawing assistance is also important in small group language 
development, according to Lantolf and Aljaafreh (1995). Accordingly, Ryo and Naoto positively 
influenced their groups because “the help…[was] graduated and contingent in the sense that it 
[moved] from more explicit to more implicit, or strategic levels, and [was] offered only when 
needed…” (Lantolf and Aljaafreh, 1995, p. 620). Ryo and Naoto would often offer and then 
relinquish assistance by asking their peers helpful follow-up questions (i.e. How about you? 
Have you ever seen that movie? Why do you think so?). These questions helped remind their 
peers of the importance of their participation and gave them speaking time, which improved 
their language skills and grades.  
          Likewise, Ryo and Naoto assisted their peers by asking graduated follow-up questions that 
provided their peers with possible answers. For example, Naoto was particularly good at asking 
a general question, such as, “What’s your opinion?” and after observing reticence on the part of 
his partner, would begin asking agree/disagree questions (Do you agree?) or answer option 
questions (e.g. Is this a good or bad idea?). Through the use of graduated follow-up questions, 
Ryo and Naoto were able to gage the readiness of their peers to participate and assist when 
necessary. This facilitated the development of their peers in the ZPD context of the classroom. 
Their peers were given more ideas and thinking time before answering, so their output was 
improved because of Naoto and Ryo’s input.   
          Ryo and Naoto also positively affected their peers by motivating them to produce more 
output in general. It has been purported that output serves an essential role in language 
development (Swain 2000). In output centered contexts, such as EDC classrooms, “learners seek 
solutions to their linguistic difficulties when the social activity they are engaged in offers them 
an incentive to do so, and the means to do so” (Swain, 2000, p 110). Ryo and Naoto frequently 




provided social motivation, which encouraged their peers to increase their output. Ryo and 
Naoto didn’t have higher technical levels of English, but their personalities and frequent use of 
Communication Skills, naturally inspired their peers to interact more. By helping to foster a 
positive communicative environment, Ryo and Naoto encouraged their peers to increase their 
output and develop their L2.  
Communication Skill Overuse 
All the former being said, Ryo and Naoto’s high frequency use of Communication Skills 
sometimes overpowered their peers. This is a problem commonly found in language classes, 
when students are more fluent or confident and may not give their peers enough processing time. 
After 3 weeks of class, it became apparent that Ryo and Naoto were more competently using 
English compared to their peers. This resulted in Ryo and Naoto taking too much talk-time in 
discussion. Naoto and Ryo would sometimes interpret their peers’ silence to mean they didn’t 
want to contribute and would fill the pauses in discussion with more of their own ideas. As an 
instructor, I didn’t want to dampen Naoto and Ryo’s enthusiasm in class, but nor did I want 
them to steamroll their peers. Therefore, I decided to suggest that someone other than Ryo or 
Naoto begin discussion. This one time intervention served to raise the awareness of Ryo and 
Naoto in balancing talk-time in their groups. I credit the maturity, social awareness, and general 
consideration of Ryo and Naoto to this immediate positive change. Other students in class were 
given more talk and thinking time so participation became more balanced during group 
discussion in general. Ryo and Naoto continually demonstrated to me that the personality of the 
“good language learner” cannot be divorced form his or her Communication Skills and in-class 
performance.  
          If this explicit mention of the need to balance talk-time in discussion had not worked, I 
would have considered the “pie chart of participation” activity that has been commonly used in 
EDC classes by other instructors. In this exercise, after discussions, students draw a circle on 
piece of paper and then divide the circle into sections according to how much they think each 
person talked in the previous discussion. Oftentimes, the overly participatory member will draw 
a circle with equal parts, but their partners will draw unequal pieces. This raises student 
awareness of participation. It would be an illuminating exercise and one that may work in the 
future if I encounter this problem again.  
CONCLUSION 
As previously mentioned, the high importance of teaching Communication Skills was made 
clear after observing Ryo and Naoto throughout the semester. Their use of Communication 
Skills not only facilitated successful discussion, but also positively affected the atmosphere of 
class. Overall, I’ve come to the realization that teachers need not rely solely on students having 
“nice” personality traits in order to have an enjoyable classroom atmosphere. Rather, by 
promoting Communication Skills, students create a classroom that has all the elements of 
positivity. The point is that we need not rely on students to be naturally motivated 
communicators based on their personalities. Communication Skills help them to become 
motivated communicators, whether they naturally are, or not.  
          That being said, instructors shouldn’t hope that students will naturally begin using 
Communication Skills on their own. Many theorists posit that Communication Skills need to be 
explicitly demonstrated (Dornyei 1995). This class was fortunate to have model users of 
Communication Skills in Ryo and Naoto. Having models of Communication Skill use is 
important according to Dornyei (1995) who advocates L2 model demonstrations and awareness 
raising activities. Ryo and Naoto’s model Communication Skill behavior was almost contagious 
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for other students. I often observed that students who interacted with Naoto and Ryo would ask 
more follow-up questions, give more reactions, and check understanding more often. The 
problem was getting them to replicate this behavior without Ryo or Naoto, which wasn’t always 
successful. Still, the immediate influence of Naoto and Ryo as Communication Skill models was 
encouraging.  
          Observing this class prompted me to reevaluate my own definition of what defines a 
“good language learner”. Before observing this class I would have defined this idea in terms of 
how Rubin, Norton, and Toohey have described it; a language learner who is able to improve 
his/her own language to achieve their own aims. I would add to this evolving definition that a 
good language learner is also one who motivates the learners around them and this motivation 
can be attributed to the high frequency use of Communication Skills. It is the good language 
learner who not only uses language well themselves, but is able to successfully communicate 
with those around them in a positive way. Happily, this successful interaction need not rely on 
the “open” or “extroverted” nature of any individual student, but can be taught through explicit 
focus on Communication Skills. By focusing on the use of Communication Skills, we empower 
all our students to become “good language learners” as well.   
  
REFERENCES 
Canale, M., & Swain, M (1980). Theoretical bases of communicative approaches to second   
          language teaching and testing. Applied Linguistics, 1, 1-47.  
Gregg, K. (1984). Krashen's Monitor and Occam's Razor. Applied Linguistics (1984) 5 (2): 79-    
          100.  
Dornyei, Zoltan. (1995). On the Teachability of Communication Strategies. TESOL Quarterly,    
          29(1), 55-85.  
Lantolf, J. P., & Aljaafreh, A. (1995). Second language learning in the zone of proximal  
          development: A revolutionary experience. International Journal of Educational Research,  
          23(7), 619-632.  
Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2001). Changing Perspectives on Good Language Learners. TESOL             
          Quarterly, 35(2), 307-322. 
Ohta, Amy S., (2000) Rethinking interaction in SLA: Developmentally appropriate assistance    
          in the zone of proximal development and the acquisition of L2 Grammar. J.P Lantolf     
          (ed.) Sociocultural Theory and Second Language Learning, Oxford: Oxford University    
          Press. 51-78.  
Rubin, Joan. (1975) What the “Good Language Learner” Can Teach Us. TESOL Quarterly, 9(1),      
          41-51.  
Swain, Merrill. (2000). The output hypothesis and beyond: Mediating acquisition through  
          collaborative dialogue. J.P Lantolf (ed.) Sociocultural Theory and Second Language   
          Learning, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 97-114.  
Vygotsky, L. (1978). Interaction Between Learning and Development. Mind and Society.  
          Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 79-91. 
CS3校_[FINAL] New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion_merged.pdf   14/04/14   15:58   - 62 -    ( )
